In 
INTRODUCTION
Prior to the advent of the internet in the 1970s, business overviews and information wereinaccessible to the vast majority of the population (Schneider & Perry, 2000) . However, advancement in technology from a static World Wide Web to the Web 2.0 brought about the facilitation of an ever-increasing level of interactivity, collaboration and content sharing between businesses and the public (Allen, 2012) . Marketers of the 21 st century therefore recognise the importance of an effective website, not only as a key component to business survival in the ever-globalising competitive online environment (Mentes & Turan, 2012) , but also asa way of reaching intended target audiences, improving the operational efficiency and image of the business, as well as to tap into global markets (Ganiyu, Mishra, Elijah & Gana, 2017; Mentes & Turan, 2012) . University websites are no different in this regard.
A university website is one of the primary resourcesthat current and prospective students use to learn about a university (Carnevale, 2005) , and remain the most prevalent outlet for most student inquiries (Saichaie & Morphew, 2014) .These sites are also a cost effective and timely method to communicate with a number of stakeholders, including both current and prospective students, faculty and administrative staff as well as other visitors (Mentes & Turan, 2012) . Given that university websites are a primary source of information and because the images and text displayed on these sites provide many students with their first and only institutional impressions of the university, it is important that universities should invest considerable time and effort in the messages it is attempting to convey. Moreover, taking into account the expense to develop and maintain a website, as well as the high profile associated with institutional websites,universities are compelled to strategically and purposefully communicate well-crafted messages (Schneider & Bruton, 2004) . While students use university websites to differentiate between the different universities in the marketplace, universities deploy websites to communicate distinctive and mission-specific qualities (Anctil, 2008) . As such, a university websiteis an essential tool to universities' marketing practices (Carnevale, 2005) .To ensure that a university's website contributes to the successful marketing of the university, it is important that marketing practitionersshould understand the behavioural aspect of consumer attitudes and the factors that influence attitudes towards university websites among users, in general, and the Generation Y cohort, in particular.
In consumer behaviour literature, attitude is described as a learned tendency to behave either consistently positively or negatively towards a specific object (Joubert, Erdis, Brijball Parumasur & Cant, 2013 ). An individual's attitude develops through life experiences (Himansu, 2009) , and although attitude is enduring (Schiffman, Kanuk & Wisenblit, 2010) , certain external factors may affect and shift an individual's attitude (Hanna & Wozniak, 2001 ). Attitude fulfils a personal motive, while simultaneously influencing an individual's behaviour (Dean, 2010 ). An individual whodisplays a positive attitude towards a specific behaviour will in all likelihood engage in that behaviour (Schiffman et al., 2010) . Attitude towards a website is a "predisposition to respond favourably or unfavourably to web content in natural exposure situations" (Chen & Wells, 1999:28) . As such, a positive attitude towards university websites may elicit proactive engagement with the sites. Previously published studies confirm the positive relationship between attitude and the behavioural intention to use a website (Ahn, Ryu & Han, 2007; Seock & Norton, 2007; Van der Heijden, 2003) .
The youth market segment, commonly referred to as Generation Y (Markert, 2004) or the Internet Generation (Severt, Fjelstul & Breiter, 2013) , consists of individuals born between 1986 and 2005 (Markert, 2004) . This generation has grown up in the digital age, has a tendency of being technologically astute, and are heavy users of digital platforms (Nadeem, Andreini, Salo & Laukkanen, 2015) and the internet (Bilgihan, 2016) . It therefore comes as no surprise that this digitally connected generation regularly browses the internet to source information when making important decisions (Valentine & Powers, 2013) , including their university of choice. In South Africa, an increasing number of Generation Y students register at higher education institutions on an annual basis(Department of Higher Education and Training, 2017) . Given this rising number and the fact that university websites serve as an important source of information, it is surprising that there is a dearth of published studies on university websites within the South African context. Even more worryingly, Generation Y students' attitudes towards university websites seem to have been largely under-researched.
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS
To address the gap in the literature, the purpose of this study was to determine the influence of selected factors, namely usefulness, ease of use and playfulness, on Generation Y students'attitudes towards university websites within the South African context.The research questions addressed in this study are as follows:
• Is perceived usefulness a positive predictor of Generation Y students' attitudes towards university websites?
• Is perceived ease of use a positive predictor of Generation Y students' attitudes towards university websites?
• Is perceived playfulness a positive predictor of Generation Y students' attitudes towards university websites?
LITERATURE REVIEW

Perceived usefulness
Perceived usefulness is explained as "the degree to which a person believes that using a particular system would enhance his or her job performance" (Chung & Tan, 2004:870; Van der Heijden, 2003:542) . Perceived usefulness is also described as a user's rational reaction to the use of a website (Gefen, 2003) , and therefore could be viewed as a rational factor (Liao, To, Liu, Kuo & Chuang, 2011) . Within a university website context, perceived usefulness is described as the degree to which an individual believes that using a university website can effectively fulfil his or her personal requirements for information seeking. Users whobelieve that the website is useful in satisfying their personal needs are more likely to display a positive attitude towards the website. Indeed, the relationship between usefulness and attitudes towards websites has been validated in several international studies. For example, in their study, Ahn et al. (2007) found that usefulness has a direct positive influence on attitudes towards an online retail website. Similarly, Van der Heijden (2003) reported that usefulness is a significant positive predictor of attitudes towards a Dutch generic portal site. In line with the results of these studies, this study proposes the following hypothesis:
H1: Usefulness positively influences Generation Y students' attitudes towards university websites.
Perceived ease of use
In general terms, perceived ease of use refers to the degree to which the user of a website understands the structure of a website, its interface, functions and the content (Casalo, Flavian & Guinaliu, 2008) . In addition, ease of use denotes the speed at which users find the relevant information, ease of site navigation and the user's ability to control what he or she is doing, and where they are, at any given time (Flavian, Guinaliu & Gurrea, 2006) .In essence, ease of use impliesproviding users with systems, including university websites that require minimal mental and physical effort to achieve the desired outcomes (Davis, 1989; Sindhuja &Dastidar, 2009 ). Therefore, if users believe that a university website is free of any effort, straightforward and simple to use, then they are most likely to display a favourable attitude towards the website. A number of studies have confirmed the association between ease of use and attitudes towards websites. Hung, Tsai and Chou (2016) discovered that ease of use has a direct positive influence on attitudes towards two social networking websites, namely Facebook and professional technology temple, which is the largest bulletin board system in Taiwan with more than one million registered users. The Ahn et al. (2007) study also found that ease of use has a direct positive influence on attitudes towards an online retail website. In accordance with the findings of these studies, the following hypothesis was developed:
H2: Ease of use positively influences Generation Y students' attitudes towards university websites.
Perceived playfulness
Perceived playfulness is defined in terms of three dimensions, namely concentration, which is the extent to which the user believes that his or her attention is focused on the stimulus (website);curiosity, which is the extent to which the useris inquisitive about the H2   H1   H3 interaction; and lastly, enjoyment, which is the degree to which the interaction is interesting and fun (Moon & Kim, 2001) . Moreover, playfulness is considered an intrinsic motive or belief, which is shaped from the user's experiences with the environment (Moon & Kim, 2001) . Playfulness is therefore an intensely irrational, spontaneous and personal activity (Serenko & Turel, 2007) . From a website perspective, playfulness is an intrinsic motive that is formed from the user's subjective experience with the website (Liao et al., 2011) . Those users with a positive playfulness belief in the website should have positive interactions with the website, and consequently display a positive attitude towards the website.Playfulness has been found to have a direct positive influence on users' attitudes towards the World Wide Web (Moon & Kim, 2001 ), a virtual store in Korea (Oh, Kim, Lee, Shim, Park & Jung, 2009 ) and virtual reality applications based on a web camera inputinterface (Sun & Cheng, 2009 ). Based on the results of these studies, the hypothesis for this study was developed as follows:
H3: Playfulness positively influences Generation Y students' attitudes towards university websites.
RESEARCH MODEL
Previous theoretical and empirical studies highlight the significance of attitudes towards websites. The suggested research model, as depicted in Figure 1 , determines the influences of perceived usefulness, ease of use, and playfulness on Generation Y students' attitudes towards university websites. In accordance with the literature, usefulness, ease of use and playfulness are presumed to have a direct positive influence on Generation Y students' attitudes towards university websites. 
Research design and approach
A descriptive, single cross-sectional research design was followed in this study.
Sample
The target population for this study was outlined as Generation Y students between the ages of 18 and 24 years, who were enrolled at South African public higher education Perceived usefulness
Perceived playfulness
Attitudes towards university websites Perceived ease of use institutions (HEIs). The sampling frame included the 26 South African public HEIs. By means of judgement sampling, two HEI campuses based in Gauteng were selected from the sampling frame. Subsequently, a non-probability convenience sample of 400 students was taken, which was evenly split between the two campuses, leaving a sample of a 200 students per campus.
Measurement instrument and data collection procedure
A self-administered questionnaire was used to collect the required data for the study. The first section of the questionnaire requested the participants' demographic information. In addition, a cover letter was included to explain the purpose of the study and highlighted that the participants' information will only be outlined in the form of statistical data. The second section of the questionnaire included questions pertaining to the four constructs of the study, namely ease of use, usefulness, playfulness and attitudes. Ease of use was measured using three items (Flavián et al., 2006; Van der Heijden, 2003) , usefulness using five items (Ahn et al., 2007; Flavián et al., 2006; Sindhuja & Dastidar, 2009; Van der Heijden, 2003) , playfulness using five items (Ahn et al., 2007; Liu & Arnett, 2000; Van der Heijden, 2003) and attitudes towards university websites using three items (Ahn et al., 2007; Van der Heijden, 2003) . The participants' responses were measured on a sixpoint Likert-type scale that ranged from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (6).
Prior to data collection, an application for ethical clearance was submitted to the Social and Technological Sciences Research Ethics Committee of the Faculty of Economic
Sciences and Information Technology at the North-West University. After receiving ethical clearance, permission to distribute the questionnaire was requested from the two HEI campuses. Once permission was granted, student fieldworkers distributed the questionnaires for voluntary completion by making use of the mall-intercept survey method.
Data analysis
The IBM Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS), version 25 was used to perform the data analyses. The statistical methods used to analyse the data were descriptive statistics, reliability statistics, Pearson's product-moment correlation analysis, collinearity diagnostics and multivariate regression analysis.
RESULTS
From the 400 questionnaires that were distributed, 319 were complete and usable for further analysis, giving this study a response rate of nearly 80 percent. The sample included more female students than male students. In terms of age, the majority of the participants were 20 years of age, followed by those who were 18 and 19 years of age. Furthermore, the largest portion of the sample wasfirst-year students, followed by those who were in their third year of study. The demographic information of the sample is provided in Table 1 . The descriptive statistics for each construct as well as Pearson's product-moment correlation coefficients for each pair of constructs were computed. Correlation analysis was done to determine the relationship between ease of use, usefulness, playfulness and attitudes, and to assess whether there were any multicollinearity concerns. The means, standard deviations and correlation coefficients are presented in Table 2 . As delineated in Table 2 , the means for the four constructs were above 3.5, which, given thesix-point Likert-type scale used, indicates that Generation Y students perceive their university website as being user-friendly, entertaining, enjoyableand effective in stimulating curiosity and providing interesting and relevant information. Furthermore, the sample seems to display a positive attitude towards their university website. With regard to the correlation analysis, statistically significant positive relationships were found between each of the constructs, ranging between (r=0.496; p<0.01) and (r=0.685; p<0.01), suggesting nomological validity (Hair et al., 2010) . In addition, none of the correlation coefficients exceeded the 0.80 level, and therefore no obvious multicollinearity issues exist (Field, 2009) .
Following the correlation analysis, multivariate regression analysis was performed to determine the influence of ease of use, usefulness and playfulness on Generation Y students' attitude towards their university website. Table 3 reports on the regression model summary and ANOVA results. The significant F-ratio (p ≤ 0.01) in Table 3 suggests that Regression Model 1 predicts Generation Y students' attitude towards their university website. The R 2 value indicates that close to 57 percent of the variance in Generation Y students' attitude towards their university website is explained by the three independent variables. However, since 43 percent of the variation in Model 1 is not explained by these dimensions, it is reasonable to assert that other factors also influence Generation Y students' attitudes towards their university website.
Subsequent to performing the regression analysis, the next step was to determine the extent to whicheach construct contributes towards the prediction of attitudes towards university websites. These statisticsareoutlined in Table 4 . Figure 2 indicate that ease of use (β = 0.105, 0.031< 0.05), usefulness (β = 0.409, 0.000< 0.05) and playfulness (β = 0.350, 0.000 < 0.05) have a statistically significant positive influence on Generation Y students' attitudes towards their university website. The largest beta coefficient was recorded on usefulness, which means that usefulness makes the strongest contribution to explain Generation Y students' attitude towards their university website. These findings are consistent with similar studies that also found that ease of use (Ahn et al., 2007; Hung et al., 2016) , usefulness (Ahn et al., 
LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH
Notwithstanding the contribution made by this study, some limitations can be identified, which, in turn, present future research opportunities. Firstly, the sample used in this study was limited to students registered at HEIs in the Gauteng Province of South Africa. As such, caution should be exercised in generalising the results to the wider Generation Y population. A comparative study could be conducted across the other South African provinces or across various countries.Secondly, the aim of this study was to determine the factors that influence Generation Y students' attitudes towards university websites and not to reveal the reasons for these influences. Therefore, the opportunity exists to conduct a qualitative research study in an attempt to gain a deeper understanding of Generation Y students' attitudes towards university websites and the reasons for these influences.Lastly, given that the factors examined in this study only explained 57 percent of the variance in Generation Y students' attitudes towards their university website, there is an opportunity to investigate several other antecedents of attitudes towards university websites.
DISCUSSION
The purpose of this study was to determine the influence of usefulness, ease of use and playfulness on Generation Y students' attitudes towards university websites within a South African context. The findings of the study suggest that Generation Y students have a positive attitude toward their university website and perceive their university website as being easy to use, playful and useful. Furthermore, the findings show that usefulness, ease of use and playfulness are positively correlated with attitudes towards university websites. The study also found that usefulness, ease of use and playfulness are positive Given that the usefulness of university websites is the main contributor to Generation Y students' attitudes towards these sites, it is essential that universities should carefully consider the content displayed on their websites. The main reason why users visit websites is to access information,and therefore, universities should ensure that they meet the user's requirements in terms of the information he or she is seeking. In order to achieve this, universities should determine what type of content the users require. By providing relevant content, the likelihood of the users revisiting the site increases. To capture and maintain the user's attention, the content on the website should be useful, unique and fresh, which requires regularly reviewing and updating the content. In addition, instead of overwhelming the user with too much information, rather capture the user's attention by making use of other media forms, such as videos. In terms of the perceived ease of use of university websites, users prefer a website that requires minimal mental and physical effort; that is, a website structure, interface, functions and content that areeasily understandable and quick to find.Although creative website layouts assist with differentiating the website from others, it is more important to ensure that the information on the website is organised in a logical manner and not cluttered together. To achieve this, universities should make use of headings, subheadings and bullet points instead of including large chunks of text. By making use of headings or phrases that are meaningful and make logical sense, users would be able to navigate the site easily and find the relevant information quickly. Considering the influence that the playfulness of a university website has on students' attitudes towards the site, universities should not only ensure that their website captures the attention of the users, but that italso instils curiosity among the users and provides an interesting and fun experience.In an effort to incorporate the fun element into the website, universities are encouraged to use images, illustrations or videos to convey information, rather than paragraphs. Videos can be particularly usefulto share activities or events that took place at the university, as it provides the user with the opportunity toget a glance at what those experiences are like. In addition, virtual tours are effective in showcasing the campus or particular areas of the university. In those cases where text is required to convey the information, it is recommended that universities should include a caption or small paragraph that is expandable. Furthermore, universities can incorporate a lucky draw competition on their website, whereby students complete a quiz that is based on the general information, latest news and achievements of the university, in order to be considered for the lucky draw.This will not only create excitement,butencourage students to browsethrough the information on the website.Universities could also link their social media accounts to their websites. By providing the links on the website, users are able to easily access and explore the university's social media pages.Although the playfulness of any website is important, caution should be taken, since too many playful elements could reduce the perceived reliability of the website.
CONCLUSION
University websites play a profound role in attracting potential students and keeping current students and stakeholders informed. Therefore, it is essential that universities should understand the factors that influence Generation Y students' attitudes towards their websites. This study found that the ease of use, usefulness and playfulness of university websites have a significant positive influence on Generation Y students' attitudes towards university websites. Universities can use the insight gained from this study to improve the effectiveness of their websites in an attempt to positively influence Generation Y students' attitudes towards the sites.
